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19 January 2015 

Dear Mr Latham 

Re: CMA Annual Plan Consultations 2015/16  

The Consumer Council is an independent consumer organisation, working 

to bring about change to benefit Northern Ireland (NI) consumers. Our aim 

is to make the consumer voice heard and make it count. 

We have a statutory remit to promote and safeguard the interests of 

consumers in NI and we have specific functions in relation to energy, 

water, transport and food1. These include considering consumer 

complaints and enquiries, carrying out research and educating and 

informing consumers.  We also have responsibility to educate consumers 

on their rights, responsibilities and to equip them with the skills they need 

                                                           
1
 The Consumer Council and Foods Standards Agency have a memorandum of understanding 

and the Council’s strategic focus on food is primarily in relation to food prices and customer 
experience. 



 

 

to make good decisions about their money and manage it wisely. 

The Consumer Council welcomes this opportunity to respond to the 

Competition and Markets Authority (CMA) consultation on its Annual Plan 

2015/16. 

 

The Annual Plan 

The annual plan sets out the current work of the CMA and how it plans to 

expand, enhance or add to this work, and as such we provide comment on 

the general direction of the CMA’s work.   

The Consumer Council will also take this opportunity to highlight a number 

of areas of risk, challenge and concern to the NI consumer.   

The Consumer Council acknowledges that the CMA now has its devolved 

nations team in place, but we would emphasise the need for the CMA to 

be cognisant of the different priorities, regulatory regimes and governance 

structures within each of the nations. For example, unlike GB the domestic 

energy sector in NI remains price controlled.    

 

Strategic Assessment 

In July the Consumer Council submitted a response to the CMA Strategic 

Assessment consultation.  The issues within this response remain live and 

we would refer you back to this response as there are a number of areas 



 

 

we believe are of particular interest to the CMA. 

 

Markets and Mergers 

The CMA has two major investigations being progressed on energy and 

banking.  The CMA will be aware of the Utility Regulator’s review into 

energy competition in NI and we would be keen to understand how the 

out workings of both reviews will be used to ensure lessons can be learned 

and fully implemented to the benefit of consumers. 

With regards to banking, ten per cent of consumers in NI do not have a 

personal current account (PCA), compared to four per cent in rest of the 

UK2.  Having a bank account not only allows the holder to manage their 

money more effectively and securely, but also helps access other beneficial 

products, such as savings accounts and insurance, and to pay utility bills by 

direct debit.  Similarly, levels of savings in NI are significantly lower, 52 per 

cent of households in NI have no savings at all, compared to 32 per cent 

across the UK3.   

Consumers here also have less choice when choosing financial products 

compared to the rest of the UK, with a number of providers operating in 

Great Britain who do not offer their products in NI.   

NI has four major local banks, which together hold 66 per cent of the 

market share for PCAs. Consumer group Which? runs a twice yearly 

                                                           
2
 DSD Family Resources Survey 2012/2013 

3
 Ibid 



 

 

customer survey to rate the best and worst banks for customer service, 

and many of the top-rated banks in the survey do not have a high street 

presence, or do not operate in NI at all.  

Banks like Metro which don’t have a presence in NI, and recent entrant 

Tesco who don’t yet offer their PCA in NI, mean that consumers here have 

less choice in the market. This can be a frustrating experience for 

consumers when shopping around, and so there is a need for price 

comparison websites to better reflect regional differences in the PCA 

marketplace.  

We asked consumers who said they were dissatisfied, or who had had 

problems with their bank, why they did not switch in our tracking research 

in November 20144.  Despite the launch of the Payment Council’s seven 

day switching guarantee last year, 50 per cent said they felt that it was too 

much hassle, and 39 per cent said that there was no point as all banks are 

the same. 

The recent switching statistics from the Payments Council showed that in 

the first quarter of 2014, 1144 people switched to an NI bank, and 4407 

switched away from one - it is interesting to note that our Big Four banks 

have all lost more customers than they have gained. The three that gained 

the most are Halifax, Santander and Nationwide – all of which offer 

popular accounts which feature strongly in price comparison tables and 

offer a range of incentives. In contrast, at the time of writing, only one of 

NI’s Big Four offers a special switching incentive, none offer account 

                                                           
4
 Consumer Council Consumer Tracking Research November 2014 



 

 

interest and all are often missing from the comparison websites. 

The Consumer Council will continue to provide evidence to the 

Competition and Markets Authority for their investigation into the PCA 

sector, to ensure the differences in the NI Market are fully taken into 

account. 

The CMA’s provisional findings from the investigation into the payday 

lending market have shown that this market is failing consumers across the 

UK. We look forward to the report and potential remedies due in January 

2015; however as set out in our response to the initial findings, these need 

to be considered alongside the new rules imposed by the FCA, and it is 

vital that the CMA and the regulator work in sync to create a market that 

works better for consumers.  

The CMA aims to launch at least four new market studies in the coming 

financial year, particularly focused on issues relating to the digital 

economy.  The Consumer Council would draw your attention to the issues 

affecting NI consumers in the parcel delivery market.    

More than half (54 per cent) of residential consumers  shop online with 

approximately one in ten (11 per cent) doing so at least weekly and over 

one in three at least monthly (36 per cent)5.  Eight in ten households now 

have access to the internet, up from 73 per cent the previous year6.   

The rapid growth in online shopping over recent years has led to a related 

                                                           
5 Consumer Council research looking at Online Shopping and the Delivery Experience, not yet published 

6
 Ofcom 1 August 2013        



 

 

increase in parcel deliveries. However, the delivery process can exclude 

some potential online shoppers from this increasingly important market, 

across the UK’s highland, islands and remote rural locations.  In particular 

NI consumers are the most affected by delivery problems from online 

shopping.  Research undertaken by our predecessor organisation for postal 

services, Consumer Futures (Post), found that just under two-thirds (64 per 

cent) of shoppers in NI had experienced delivery problems in 2013:  

 higher cost for delivery to NI (41 per cent)  

 no next day delivery to NI (26 per cent)  

 increased delivery time to NI (25 per cent)  

 no delivery to NI (20 per cent)  

 fewer delivery options to NI (13 per cent)  

 faster delivery option not available to NI (12 per cent).  
 
These results are supported by Ofcom’s 2013 Communications Market 
Report, which found that 32 per cent of online shoppers in NI mentioned 
concerns about high costs of delivery and 24 per cent mentioned delivery 
not being available in their area. These represent a higher level of concern 
than shoppers in other nations and the average for the UK as a whole (25 
per cent and 6 per cent respectively). 
 
The geographical coverage and prices vary between parcel operators 

across the UK.  This can leave NI consumers at a distinct disadvantage as 

many UK e-retailers choose to use parcel operators based on cost, many of 

which do not provide delivery to NI, don’t offer next day delivery or charge 

significantly more to deliver to consumers here because of our unique 

location from the rest of the UK.  This trend is likely to continue and 



 

 

potentially worsen as internet shopping grows. 

 

Partnership and Advocacy 

The Consumer Council has been engaged in a programme of  work with 

and on behalf of businesses in terms of our duties in energy and water.  

We also  work to raise business awareness of consumer law and encourage 

compliance to assist businesses in their customer care offering and to 

promote customer loyalty. This is particularly important in 2015 as we are 

responding to the introduction of the Consumer Rights Bill and the need to 

raise consumer and business awareness.  

The Consumer Council welcomes the CMA’s Devolved Nations Team and 

would like to continue meaningful engagement so the CMA has the 

opportunity to fully understand and explore specific NI consumer issues.  

We believe that we have valuable insight to the NI consumer and are 

committed to working co-operatively and in partnership with CMA. 

We are also interested in the CMA’s commitment of generating £10 of 

direct benefits to the consumer for every £1 spent and the CMA’s wider 

approach to evaluation. We would be interested in exploring these 

evaluation methods in greater detail with you as we currently are 

developing a new set of measurements to gauge the Consumer Council’s 

success.  

 



 

 

If you wish to discuss any aspect of this response in more detail please do 

not hesitate to contact me on 028 9067 2488 or via email on 

kathy.graham@consumercouncil.org.uk 

Yours sincerely 

 

 

Kathy Graham 
Interim Director of Policy 
 

mailto:kathy.graham@consumercouncil.org.uk

